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Designing a school library is a complex, costly and demanding process with important 
educational and social implications for the whole school community. Drawing upon 
recent research, this paper presents contrasting snapshots of two school libraries to 
demonstrate the impacts of greater and lesser collaboration in the designing process. 
After a brief literature review, the paper outlines the research design (qualitative case 
study, involving collection and inductive thematic analysis of interview data and 
student drawings). The select findings highlight the varying experiences of each 
school’s teacher-librarian through the four designing phases of imagining, 
transitioning, experiencing and reimagining. Based on the study’s findings, the paper 
concludes that design outcomes are enhanced through collaboration between 
professional designers and key school stakeholders including teacher-librarians, 
teachers, principals and students. The findings and recommendations are of potential 
interest to teacher-librarians, school principals, education authorities, information 





School libraries; teacher-librarians; school communities; architects; collaborative 
designing; qualitative case study 
 
Implications for best practice 
 
 Library and learning space design outcomes are enhanced through collaboration 
between professional designers and key stakeholders. 
 While library contexts vary, collaborative designing principles are widely 
applicable. 
 A collaborative designing process offers productive opportunities for inter-
professional learning. 
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Introduction 
 
A well designed school library can energise learning and teaching by connecting 
people, curriculum and technology. However, designing a school library is a 
challenging process. Designers are faced with creating a hybrid space that welcomes 
the whole school community, while supporting students’ educational outcomes and 
social well-being. The design solution must respond to the varied needs of multiple 
users, including students, teachers, administration staff and parents. Ideally, the 
design outcome results from a collaborative process involving all stakeholders. 
 
Collaboratively designing a school library requires close cooperation between 
professional designers and the client school, and participation of key school 
community members. It also requires a willingness on all sides to learn. Many school 
stakeholders, including school principals and teachers, have limited previous 
experience of learning space design; and many professional designers, including 
architects, have limited knowledge about the purpose and operation of contemporary 
school libraries. Therefore, this paper presents two contrasting examples that 
demonstrate the impacts of greater and lesser collaboration in the design process. It 
draws upon findings of research entitled Reimagining Learning Spaces (Bland, 
Hughes & Willis, 2013) that focused on the creation of seven new or refurbished 
Australian school libraries and explored the impacts of their design on teaching 
practices and learning outcomes. 
 
After briefly outlining the study’s background, relevant literature and methodology, 
this paper presents selected findings about the two school libraries that experienced 
the greatest and least levels of collaboration. These contrasting snapshots illustrate the 
ensuing discussion about the benefits of collaboration and impacts of limited 
collaboration in the designing process. The paper concludes with a set of 
recommendations to support the future collaborative designing of school libraries.  
 
Background and literature review 
 
School libraries provide a range of physical and virtual spaces for formal learning and 
social interaction (Hay & Todd, 2010; Johnston & Bishop, 2011). From an equity 
perspective, the school library is one of few places in a school open to the whole 
school community. In addition to providing a safe haven for students, the school 
library is often the venue for extra-curricular activities and meetings.  
 
Teacher-librarians play an important role in creating a student-friendly library 
environment that is conducive to learning. With dual qualifications as teacher and 
information professional, teacher-librarians have a specialist role that combines key 
responsibilities, as curriculum leader, information specialist and information services 
manager. According to ALIA-ASLA (2009), ‘Teacher librarians support and 
implement the vision of their school communities through advocating and building 
effective library and information services and programs that contribute to the 
development of lifelong learners.’ Numerous studies conducted in the USA, Canada, 
Britain and Australia (Hughes, Bozorgian, & Allan, 2014) and the parliamentary 
Inquiry into school libraries and teacher librarians in Australian schools (House of 
Representatives, 2011) demonstrate the importance of school libraries and teacher-
librarians to students’ educational outcomes and social well-being. However, the 
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continuing relevance of school libraries depends on their responsiveness to changing 
technological and social trends and educational needs. Consequently, many school 
libraries are being redesigned or assuming fresh identities, for example as iCentres or 
learning commons (Hay, 2010; Hay & Todd, 2010). 
 
To be responsive to change, an innovative learning environment is agile and reflexive 
(Cleveland, 2011). It integrates flexible design features that support active, 
collaborative learning and independent inquiry. A child-friendly learning environment 
can become a ‘third teacher’ that engages learners’ senses and foster creativity 
Rinaldi, 2006). Importantly, innovative learning spaces resonate with the particular 
context and characteristics of their school. They generally emerge from a 
collaborative designing approach since:  
 
a key to enacting sustainable educational change lies in facilitating 
collaborations and discussions so that changes to space and organization are 
coupled to changes in teaching and learning practices and based genuinely on 
the development of shared understandings of all those involved (Woolner, 
McCarter, Wall, & Higgins, 2012, p. 57). 
 
Designing an innovative school library involves many possible stakeholders including 
professional designers, school leaders, teacher-librarians and teachers. It is 
particularly important to include students as their imaginings about what constitutes 
an ideal library are often quite different to what adults envisage for them (Bland, 
Hughes & Willis, 2013; Elliott Burns, 2011). Attention to student voices enables 
professional designers to create exciting, culturally sensitive learning environments 
that foster a sense of community membership and democracy in school (Flutter, 
2006).  
 
In contrast, limited collaboration in school library projects can lead to costly errors 
and missed opportunities. This became apparent in the Australian Government’s 
Building the Education Revolution (BER) programme which ran between 2009 and 
2012. Through the BER hundreds of schools gained new or refurbished libraries. 
Many schools, including all seven in our study, were grateful for this often much 
needed opportunity to upgrade or extend their facilities. However, the BER’s need for 
rapid completion limited the opportunities for collaboration between professional 
designers, builders and respective school communities. This often led to a 
‘parachuting-in’ of generic library designs that take little account of the school 
community’s particular needs or hopes (Elliott Burns, 2011). Construction often 
followed a standard design template that allowed little variation for site characteristics 
or climate (Orgill & Chandler, 2011).  
 
While anecdotes about the administration of the BER abound, there is little research 
about stakeholder experiences or learning-related outcomes. From a wider 
perspective, knowledge is still limited about how physical environment like a school 
library influences learning and teaching (Blackmore et. al., 2011). Research and 
conceptual writing about school library designing is also limited. The Reimagining 
Learning Spaces project (Bland, Hughes & Willis, 2013) sought to partially address 
these research gaps. 
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Methodology 
 
The Reimagining Learning Spaces study (Bland, Hughes & Willis, 2013) sought 
insights about how key stakeholders experience the process of designing a school 
library, and the impacts that a new or refurbished library might have on teaching 
practices and learning outcomes. Therefore, the study drew upon the concept of ‘built 
pedagogy’ (Mäkitalo-Siegl, Zottmann, Kaplan & Fischer, 2010) that draws a close 
relationship between learning environments and learning outcomes 
 
Since this was an exploratory study, we concentrated on a relatively small group of 
school libraries, in order to gain deep understandings and first-hand perspectives. 
During 2012 we visited seven Queensland schools with a new or recently refurbished 
school library. Of these, six were funded by the BER. We deliberately selected a 
varied range of schools – primary and secondary, government and private, Brisbane 
and regional. At each school, we toured the library with the teacher-librarian and 
conducted interviews with the principal, the teacher-librarian, one or two teachers, 
and about 10 students. As further illustrative material, we gathered video and 
photographic impressions, and students’ drawings of their ideal library. The interview 
data were analysed inductively using grounded theory technique (Charmaz, 2006) and 
the visual data were analysed using a thematic categorisation approach developed by 
one of the researchers (Bland, 2012). Through this process we identified 4 main 
themes: imagining, transitioning, experiencing, and reimagining. These themes 
formed the structure of qualitative case studies (Simons, 2009) that feature the first-
hand library designing experiences of the study’s participant teacher-librarians, 
principals, teachers and students. Individual stakeholders’ experiences varied, 
depending on their context, their role and the nature of their involvement in the 
designing process at their school.  
 
As a whole, the study’s findings illustrate the opportunities and challenges of creating 
a new school library learning space. They also support 17 recommendations to guide 
future design initiatives. While the research report (Bland, Hughes & Willis, 2013) 
provides comprehensive coverage of the project, the rest of this paper focuses on 




Thematic analysis of interview data identified four main phases in the school library 
designing process: imagining, transitioning, experiencing and reimagining. It also 
found opportunities for collaboration in all four phases of the designing process. The 
imagining phase, which relates to initial conceptualisation and planning, offers 
potential for the whole school community to share their expectations, hopes and needs 
of the new learning space. Transitioning, which relates to preparing and moving into 
the new space, is a time when all stakeholders can contribute in practical ways to the 
creation of the new library while developing a sense of ownership. In the experiencing 
phase, members of the community explore and use the new space in their learning, 
teaching and social interactions. This is when their shared expectations, hopes and 
needs of the new learning come to life. Reimagining recognises that the designing 
process continues beyond the physical move and early use of a new space. It involves 
evaluation and ongoing collaborative renewal of the space. 
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The extent and nature of collaboration varied across the seven participant schools, 
with some experiencing greater levels of collaboration than others. By way of 
illustration, the following snapshots of two schools highlight these variations. The 
snapshots compare School 5 where opportunities for collaboration were most limited 
with those at School 2 where there was extensive collaboration between key 
stakeholders. While these snapshots feature participants’ words, pseudonyms are used 
to protect their confidentiality. 
 
School 5 snapshot 
 
The library at School 5 was the least developed of the seven in the study. It is part of a 
new state high school, which opened in 2012 with an initial intake of about 330 
students in Years 7 and 8. The student population is expected to grow rapidly over the 
next few years, to meet the secondary schooling needs of the developing area in 
which it is situated. Not surprisingly, the whole school appears starkly new.  
 
The library seems quite isolated at the far end of the campus, a quite lengthy walk 
from the staffroom and some classrooms. Like a show home, the library feels fresh 
and functional yet impersonal. It offers a shell for learning innovation, but is yet to 
develop a distinctive character.  
 
Limited opportunity for imagining School 5 library  
 
The library design was determined before the school leadership team and staff had 
been appointed. The principal had some limited say in the selection of furniture and in 
particular he requested more flexible tables and fewer bookshelves than were 
originally planned. However, Jenny, the teacher-librarian had no involvement in the 
planning of the library or decision-making about layout, colour scheme or furniture:  
‘I didn't have any say in it. It was already decided before I got my job’.  
 
Transitioning into School 5 library  
 
As this was a brand new school, the school community did not experience a 
collaborative moving-in process. Jenny, the teacher-librarian, arrived at - rather than 
transitioned into - the new library space. Prior to starting at the school in January 
2012, her association with the school and the new library had been quite limited. On 
two occasions, she walked through the library while it was under construction. She 
also attended a three-day retreat at the end of the preceding year, which served as 
orientation to the new school and an opportunity to meet other staff. With no other 
preparation, she acquired the new space and fittings and needed to use them to 
provide an information service from day one of the school year.  
 
Experiencing School 5 library  
 
The library was still underused for formal class activities, but provided a popular 
social learning space for students. Jenny noted that few teachers sought to collaborate 
with her or call on her professional assistance. Some booked space in the library for 
classwork but seldom sought Jenny’s time to work with the students. A few sent 
students to do independent research. Jenny considered this was generally due to the 
teachers’ lack of awareness about her role as teacher-librarian and how ‘valuable’ she 
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could be to them as a ‘useful resource’. This was very different to Jenny’s previous 
primary school library, where over several years she had developed strong working 
relationships with teachers. As a result, Jenny was putting considerable effort into 
developing a collaborative culture:  
 
At this stage, I'm still chipping away. I can foresee that I will probably have to 
do that for a little bit in the future. I feel like I'm just starting to make some 
headway, in that I'm now being included in planning meetings, being included 
with planning teams, which is what I like to do because I feel I need to be in 
on that ground floor so that I'm able to offer them the best service that I 
possibly can.  
 
In contrast, the students appeared to enjoy the flexibility and comfort of the library. 
They said the looked forward to coming into the space as it was ‘bright and airy’ and 
there was something new to see or do every week as ‘it is always changing’. They 
appreciated being able to find their own spaces within the library and use them for 
differing purposes, as Jenny observed: 
 
We have a lot of comfortable furniture. The students do tend to gravitate 
towards the lounge chairs, as opposed to the desks, for the most part. Although 
… there are some students that always go and sit at a desk when they've got 
their laptop, but there are others that like to sit on the lounge chairs.  
 
As a learning space, the library offered students a welcome alternative to the 
classroom. Jenny outlined how the students themselves had developed collaborative 
ways of using it:  
 
You'll often see two or three of them collaborating together with one laptop. 
They're looking, sitting, grouped close together on the lounge chairs and 
working together on something. So I guess that's probably something that's 
different from the classroom, in that … the furniture provides, probably, more 
flexibility because there's more space. The classrooms … while they've got 
flexible furniture … there's not a lot of space to move that furniture; so it's 
difficult to redesign the way that it is; whereas, here, there are, I guess, the 
little pockets, little areas where … if there's a little group of them they can feel 
as though they have their own space, as opposed to they're really close to 
everyone else.  
 
Significantly, the library was the only place at school where students could use their 
own mobile devices. This further encouraged social interaction and collaboration, as 
Jenny described:  
 
They'll put their earphones in. They'll listen to music while they're working on 
an assignment. Whereas they're not allowed to do that in the classrooms, they 
are allowed to do that here. … They'll be sharing. They'll have one earpiece in 
each, so they're obviously listening to something as they're working on 
assignments. … It's more relaxed than the classroom space. 
 
The students evidently had a sense of ownership and community about the library. 
They appreciated special events, such a photo booth in the green room for Harmony 
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Day, as well as regular activities such as writers’ club, chess club and playing 
computer games. Summing up the social importance of the library for students, one 
simply stated ‘if you just want to hang with your friends you come here’. 
 
Reimagining School 5 library 
 
There was great scope for reimagining the School 5 library as it continued to realise 
its potential in a growing school. Jenny recognised that it was both exciting and 
challenging to have a new learning space and ‘just trying to work out … where we're 
heading and what we're going to do’. Jenny did not have any ‘rigid guidelines’ for 
developing the library, preferring to respond flexibly to ‘whatever it needs to be’. 
However, she had a broad vision for the library to be ‘a very central part of the 
college … our central learning hub’. She said she would continue to actively pursue 
this goal. As teacher Fiona noted, Jenny is ‘involved in everything the college does’ 
including the committee implementing a school wide pedagogical framework.  
Fiona believed that the modern library space promoted the professional and serious 
image of the college. She considered that the name Information Services Centre 
reflected a commitment beyond libraries being just for books, but about information 
in all forms. This required rethinking about how to use the library space and 
experimenting with new ways of working. To this end, Jenny was aware of the need 
to promote the pedagogical value of her role. She realised that this would take time 
and patience on her part, as she continued to build collaborative relationships with 
teachers and gain support of the school leadership team. Jenny considered that raising 
teachers’ awareness of the library and its potential support for their teaching would 
likely lead to increasing library use. Importantly also, the students were suggesting 
improvements through the Student Council.  
 
School 2 snapshot: a happy compromise  
 
In contrast to School 5, at School 2 the principal and teacher-librarian worked closely 
with the architect and encouraged participation of the whole school community from 
the initial stages of the project. School 2 is located in an established suburb. Its 
grounds provide shady trees, a grassy oval and adventurous play area. Opened in 
1971, the school currently has about 400 students ranging from Prep Year to Grade 7. 
The new library is set in the middle of the school, upstairs above the tuckshop and 
linked to classrooms by a raised walkway.  
 
Imagining School 2 library 
 
BER funding allowed extensive renovations at School 2, including a new school 
library. Seeing this this as an ‘opportunity to realise a dream’, the principal actively 
involved the school community in redesigning the library and other new student 
amenities. His background in school improvement elsewhere and ‘love of building, 
developing, growing things’ informed this collaborative approach.  
 
The redesigning process had begun prior to the BER programme. The principal had 
already been thinking and talking with the school architect about needed 
enhancements to school facilities. Providentially, the architect’s child attended the 
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school and was on school council, so he was well acquainted with the school culture. 
They had worked together previously in designing a new Prep school building and 
had involved parents in discussions about the nature of the learning space.  
 
Recognising that this project was too big for the school staff to manage within a tight 
timeframe, the principal engaged a project manager. The architect, school business 
manager, project manager and deputy principal visited other schools to look at 
possibilities. They also invited teachers to initial meetings to discuss design ideas. The 
project manager then coordinated design meetings with the architect and teacher-
librarian to make sure decisions were recorded and followed through. Once building 
construction was underway, the project manager organised weekly client meetings 
with the architect and other consultants. To minimise disruption to student learning, 
the project manager coordinated relocation of classes to different spaces as the 
construction works progressed. To keep the school staff informed and engaged in the 
renewal process, the principal included regular spots in each staff meeting to let 
teachers know how the plan was progressing. 
 
The teacher-librarian Sally took a particularly active role, as the principal recognised 
her to be the key professional stakeholder in the school library. There were already 
plans to refurbish the original library which according to Sally was long, narrow, 
dark, dingy and unwelcoming. As a result, students and teachers seldom visited it. 
However, BER funding ‘put everything into a different perspective’ in enabling a 
completely new library.  
 
From the beginning, Sally was involved in the designing process and welcomed the 
opportunity to have a say in how the library would look. The principal was very 
supportive of the library programme and he assured her since this was going to be her 
workspace she needed to be happy with it. So she collaborated in the early planning 
with the deputy principal, the school business manager and the architect.  
 
Sally and the architect had to work hard at developing a collaborative working 
relationship. At first they did not see eye to eye due to differing visions of a library 
and the architect’s limited familiarity with the teacher-librarian’s role. Sally wanted to 
create a functional social learning for learning and reading, the architect was more 
interested in creating an aesthetically pleasing place. In addition, the architect’s 
conception of a school library was inappropriate for a contemporary primary school. 
It was based on his high school children’s use of their library as a quiet place with 
cubicles where students do homework at lunchtime. Sally had to explain to him that 
rather than do homework, primary school children ‘go and run riot and we encourage 
that’. It took time and patience, but eventually they reached what Sally described as ‘a 
happy compromise’ between library practicalities and aesthetic vision. 
 
In the end, Sally found the architect accommodating to her ideas. The Principal gave 
her two days off work to visit several other school libraries with the architect. She 
found these visits beneficial not only for gaining design ideas herself, but because 
they enabled the architect to develop a more informed understanding about the nature 
of primary school libraries. Sally was impressed by the architect’s willingness to 
learn. At each school he asked the same set of questions, including: ‘if you had a 
chance to build your library again what would you keep or not keep?’ The practical 
Hughes, Bland, Willis & Elliott Burns (2015) A happy compromise                                                                   9 
insights gained enabled the architect to develop a plan for the School 2 library that 
incorporated effective features and avoided pitfalls experienced elsewhere.  
 
Sally made a point of reviewing the plans with the architect. For example, she insisted 
that the library should comprise one ‘massive’ space rather than the projected 
‘compartmentalised’ rooms divided by walls or a concertina door. She also 
discouraged the provision of fixed computers, preferring the flexibility of laptops. 
Sally also shared ideas from other libraries where she had worked, such as the 
inclusion of cathedral ceilings and full-length windows to allow plenty of natural 
light. 
 
Once the final plans were approved, Sally had no further involvement until the 
internal fittings were selected. At this time, the principal again gave her time away 
from the library to work with the assistant architect. Together, they identified 
particular needs, such workroom shelving, and they determined the colour scheme. 
Again, all this involved negotiation. With regard to colour, the assistant architect 
suggested something ‘out there’ whereas Sally requested ‘something quite functional 
that’s not going to date’. In these negotiations, Sally was conscious that ‘at the end of 
the day, I'm going to be stuck with it for the next I don’t know how many years’. 
 
Transitioning into School 2 library 
  
Transitioning – or preparing and moving into the new library – involved further 
collaborative activities, involving Sally, the teachers and the groundsman. Since the 
previous library was to be demolished, Sally needed to pack the entire collection and 
store most of it for 12 months. With the deputy principal’s encouragement, she took 
the opportunity to cull the ‘very archaic, very conservative collection’ that she had 
inherited. Meanwhile, Sally needed to provide sufficient resources for teachers to use 
with classes during the 12 months they were without a library. She developed a 
strategy where each teacher came to the library, identified necessary resources and 
packed them in a box labelled with their name and class. The groundsmen then 
arranged the boxes in the storeroom according to the term they would be needed, with 
Term 1 at the front and Term 4 at the back. Through the year as the teachers took and 
returned boxes, the groundsmen kept rearranging the storeroom - a collaborative 
process that involved considerable mutual understanding and support. Professional 
removalists transported the library collection to the new library, where the library 
staff supervised the arrangement of fittings and furniture. 
 
Experiencing School 2 library 
 
From the start, Sally envisaged a library design that would foster active learning and 
collaboration: 
 
A space … [where] we could have the collaborative teaching of information, 
literacy and any aspects of that sort of library skills area for the older children. 
… They come with their laptop and they have a rotation that I take the group 
and the class teacher takes a group.  
 
The new library space was enabling Sally to build a culture of collaboration with 
other teachers. She claimed that prior to her appointment, collaborative teaching and 
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planning with the teacher-librarian were ‘not a done thing’. Now she felt that after 
five years at the school she was ‘making small steps with a couple of classes’ and had 
‘high hopes that things will change’. Teacher Adele’s comments suggested that this 
was indeed happening. In particular, she believed that shared boundaries developed 
through the school community about how ‘we do things here’ were empowering 
students to make their own choices. In the library, students had developed a shared 
knowledge that when they borrowed books, they could go to the story pit and show 
them to each other. This was an example of facilitated peer interaction that Adele 
considered to be ‘natural and healthy’. 
 
The library had become a vibrant social and learning hub for the school.  Students and 
teachers were beginning to collaborate with Sally in organising school-wide events, 
which included regular reading and teaching sessions, lunchtime activities, author 
visits Library Night (for Prep to Year 3 students)  and an Astronomy Night (for senior 
students). Library Week featured a Book and Blanket reading morning on the oval 
where senior students collaborated in reading to younger students. She said she was 
prepared to do ‘anything that will encourage the children to use the library, get 
excited about the library and the library program’. 
 
Given this constant activity, Sally likened the library to Brisbane’s Queen Street Mall 
on a Friday night: 
 
We generally have our stream of normal suburban shopping centre type 
crowd. …. We do things like when you go shopping in Queen Street and you 
go to a shop and you do stuff in the shop; and then you can go outside to the 
mall to do stuff. … The kids can do stuff in here [library] but also … we take 
them out, like the case of the Book and Blanket. 
 
As a result, the library was gaining recognition for its dynamic contribution to the 
shared social and educational life of the school. The principal showed it off to parents 
of prospective students, while the Parents and Citizens’ Association provided 
financial and practical support for some library events. Teachers had told Sally they 
thought the Book and Blanket event was fantastic because it ‘allows the school to 
actually come out and do something as a whole school’. In addition, Book and 
Blanket provided a collaborative leadership opportunity for Year 6 students. 
 
Reimagining School 2 library 
 
The School 2 library was making its mark as a vibrant space for the whole school 
community. Looking ahead, Sally considered that it would continue to grow as ‘not 
just a library’ but ‘as a community space that expresses a strong sense of school 
culture’. This was building with the support of long-term staff members, the 
involvement of parents and a close relationship with the local church. She viewed the 
library as an extension of the classroom, as a collaborative learning space. As such it 
continued to be an important part of her goal to develop her students’ love of reading.  
 
This view was supported by teacher Adele who valued the teacher-librarian’s ‘craft’ 
and assistance in helping other teachers with learning activities, such as reading 
rotations. Adele felt that that the library provided a large enough space for community 
events while also creating a sense of ‘closeness’. In her view, good things happened 
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here ‘when the children know that the teachers and the parents are on the same page; 
we’re doing things together’. This reflected the benefit of the school working together 
as community, a belief also evident in the design process of School 2. 
 
The Principal’s assessment was similarly positive: ‘It lifts my heart to come in here 
and see three classes of children here, all gainfully occupied and the space working so 




These two contrasting snapshots of school library designing reveal the benefits of 
collaboration between key stakeholders and the adverse impacts of limited 
collaboration. They also raise questions about the absence of student voices as 
principal school library users. Finally, they support recommendations to enhance the 
designing process and outcomes. 
 
Benefits of collaboration 
 
The positive impacts of a collaborative designing approach are exemplified by the 
School 2 experience. In particular it demonstrates the benefits of long-term leadership 
and relationship building. The school’s continuing partnership with the same architect 
developed a trusting relationship and coherent vision. As a result, the insights that the 
principal and the architect had developed through previous building projects ensured 
informed decision-making about School 2’s library design. Their willingness to work 
collaboratively with school stakeholders and professional designers enabled a high 
level of success and satisfaction with the design outcomes, expressed by the principal, 
teachers, students and teacher-librarian during the research interviews. The inclusion 
of many voices in the design consultation process, including those of teachers and 
parents reinforced the sense of community.  
 
Despite the complexity of the design and construction process, this collaborative 
approach ensured that it caused minimal disruption to school routines. Indeed, the 
Principal noted that the process improved communication within the staff and with the 
parent body. He also noted that the collaborative designing process and outcomes had 
‘lifted the whole school community’ giving students, parents and staff a greater sense 
of pride and involvement.  
 
The School 2 snapshot highlights the challenging but ultimately beneficial need for 
learning and compromise in collaborative designing. For example, the imagining 
phase at School 2 provided valuable opportunity for exchange of professional 
knowledge between the teacher-librarian and the architect. The architect developed 
understanding about school libraries which he transferred to subsequent projects, 
while the teacher-librarian learned about design language and building techniques. 
Although less collaboration was possible in the imaging phase at School 5, during the 
experiencing phase teacher Fiona came to value the teacher-librarian’s ability to work 
alongside students, and her expertise with information technology. This new 
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Impacts of limited collaboration 
 
The impacts of limited collaboration are most clearly seen at School 5 where there 
was no teacher-librarian input in the designing process.    The library seemed to be 
disconnected physically and pedagogically from the rest of the school. While students 
appeared to value it as a study and social space few teachers appeared to engage with 
the library. Its distance from the staffroom and some classrooms suggests lack of 
awareness on the part of the professional designers about the library’s potential to be a 
social leaning hub for the whole school (Hay, 2010).  This awareness could have been 
raised through collaboration or consultation with a school library expert.  
 
Teacher-librarian Jenny is applying considerable professional expertise to gradually 
transform a functional library building into a welcoming social space. However, this 
is a challenging process where she finds herself making up for lost time and design 
limitations. Jenny arrived at - rather than transitioned into - the new library, an 
experience that Elliott Burns (2011) likens to ‘being parachuted in’. As Jenny had no 
shared preparation period or collegial network at the school, she faced multiple 
challenges in defining a role for the library and herself. Unlike the teacher-librarian at 
School 2 Jenny needed to simultaneously forge a new information service while 
attending to the routine needs of students and staff.  
 
Beyond missed opportunity, limited collaboration can result in ineffective use of 
space, unsuitable fittings and costly errors. For example, right inside the main 
entrance of School 5 library there is a four-sided circulation desk that the teacher-
librarian considered far too large to be practical, and represented a barrier rather than 
a point of welcome or help to students: ‘that's a huge space that could have been 
better utilised in other ways’. It is out of proportion with the library’s very small print 
collection and 2.5 library staff. In addition, this out-dated circulation desk projects an 
image that conflicts with School 5’s goal to provide a contemporary technology-rich 
information learning centre. Jenny also pointed out design oversights that inhibited 
collaborative learning, such as lack of glass-enclosed group study areas and large 
inflexible tables. These various mistakes could have been avoided through 
consultation with a professional teacher-librarian conversant with current school 




While collaboration was most developed at School 2, collaborative opportunities were 
not fully realised at any of the schools in this study. In particular, opportunities for 
student participation in the design process were generally limited or overlooked. This 
oversight, commonly noted elsewhere (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004) is unfortunate given 
that students are the principal users of users of school libraries.  
 
Through examining the students’ drawings and comments, we discovered gaps 
between their imagined ideal library and the real spaces provided for them. They 
wished for a mix of conventional and exotic elements in their school library. For 
example, not only did they want books and comfortable private spaces, some also 
imagined a library with a waterfall, a bungy swing, a Narnia-like cupboard and even 
horses. These creative responses to what a library might be, contrast with the 
previously mentioned architect’s conception of a primary school library full of study 
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cubicles. Moreover, the themes we identified in the interview data varied between the 
adult participants (principals, teachers and teacher-librarians) and the students. While 
the adults tended to focus on practical aspects such as transitioning, leadership and 
policy, the students highlighted more personal concerns with peacefulness, 
connectedness, adventure and technology. These responses show the importance of 
including young people to ensure that the resultant space entices their use. While not 
all students’ wishes are practical, they might be represented in symbolic ways. A 
secluded aqua-inspired corner or leafy patio with bubbling water feature might be 
enough to evoke a peaceful sense of waterfall for imaginative students.  
 
Including students as collaborators in the designing process ensures that their needs 
and dreams are represented in school libraries in ways that are meaningful to them. At 
the next level of collaboration, teacher-librarians and teachers, who are used to 
working with young people and their ideas, are well placed to help translate students’ 




As School 5 teacher-librarian commented: ‘It’s not enough to have a pretty building 
or space, it has to work as well’. Such an outcome requires a collaborative designing 
approach to ensure that all stakeholders’ needs are understood and met. The following 
recommendations from the study support this process: 
 
1. Identify the full range of stakeholders. For a school library, these include the 
principal, teachers, teacher-librarians, teacher aides, students, parents, janitors and 
community groups. Pay particular attention to those who use school libraries on a 
daily basis for the ‘business’ of learning and teaching. Students, teacher-librarians 
and teachers are both ‘clients’ and ‘experts’ who are well placed to (re)imagine a 
student-friendly school library.  
 
2. Consult all stakeholders as early, often and widely as possible, to avoid 
misconceptions and costly errors. Examine expectations, needs and values of all 
potential users of the space. In particular, listen to the imaginings of students as 
principal users of the space. Ensure that the teacher-librarian, as stakeholder with 
greatest professional investment and insider-knowledge of school libraries, is 
involved from the outset and throughout the designing process. In the case of a 
brand new school, although it is not generally feasible to employ staff  before 
building commences, professional  insights to inform the design of the library 
could be gained through consultation with teacher-librarians, local practitioners, 
school library researchers and professional associations.    
 
3. Allow time for collaborative relationships to develop and conceptual 
understandings about the library to emerge before embarking on major planning 
or contractual decisions. 
 
4. Seize opportunities to learn and build on previous experience. For example, 
teacher-librarians and architects can both enhance their practice by sharing 
professional knowledge and jointly visiting other schools or libraries.  
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5. Schedule regular opportunities for all stakeholders, including design/ construction 
professionals and intended users of the space, to collectively imagine and 
reimagine the space and its potential. For example, holding a charrette 
(collaborative design workshop) is a practical way to design and evaluate a 
learning space. (Howard & Somerville, 2014) 
 
6. Take advantage of the transition phase for community-building activities, such as 
collaboratively setting up and then launching the new space.  
 
Supporting these recommendations, the Reimagining Learning Spaces research report 
includes a set of practical designing guidelines for collaborative school library 




This research shows that designing a school library is a complex undertaking that can 
be enhanced by ongoing collaboration between stakeholders. The school libraries 
featured in this paper are at different ends of a collaboration spectrum and illustrate 
the variation we noted across the seven schools. As evident from the School 5 
example, a capable and energetic teacher-librarian who arrives after construction has 
finished can still make significant contribution to the ongoing development or 
reimagining of a school library. However, a key message arising from the study is that 
the more successful outcomes occurred in schools where the whole designing process 
allowed greater collaboration and shared creativity between school community 
members and professional designers.   
 
While this study focused on school libraries, the findings are widely relevant to guide 
innovative user-centred education facility planning and resourcing. They are of 
potential interest to teacher-librarians, school principals, education authorities, as well 
as to information professionals and public library managers. As shown here, 
participatory design principles and stakeholder collaboration support the creation of 





1. This article is a revised version of a paper presented at The ALIA National 
Conference, Melbourne, 15-18 September 2014.  
 
2. The Reimagining Learning Spaces study was funded by the Queensland Centre for 
Social Science Innovation, and conducted with permission from Education 
Queensland and Lutheran Education Queensland and ethical clearance from 
Queensland University of Technology’s Human Research Ethics Committee (ref: 
1200000072). For confidentiality reasons we cannot identify the schools or 
participants, but we express sincere thanks to the principals, teacher-librarians, 
teachers and students who welcomed us to their schools and shared their library 
learning space imaginings and experiences with us. The researchers also acknowledge 
valued guidance and support of QUT’s Children and Youth Research Centre. 
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